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How healthy is my network?   
A quick guide to assessing the capacity of your network to produce results. 
 
Possibly one of the most pervasive concepts of the new millennium is the idea of the 
social network.  The power and value of social networks are now part of regular 
business parlance, and the development of the world-wide-web and its exponential 
capacity for building relationships has embedded the idea in the public 
consciousness.  Most striking has been the growth of networking sites such as 
Friendster and Myspace and the voracity with which individuals have adopted these 
tools to maximise their own “social capital”.  Unfortunately such social networking 
sites typify the simplistic approach to developing networks of any value.  Users to 
such sites typically scramble frantically to maximise the number of “contacts” they 
secure in order to increase their popularity ratings.  Unfortunately in industry it 
simply isn’t good enough to collect as many people as possible in your Outlook 
folder.  Like everything else networks need to be managed to ensure they operate 
with maximum effectiveness.  Many experienced networkers have probably viewed 
the rampant grab of “friends” on social networking sites with some amusement – just 
because you know someone’s name doesn’t mean they’re now your best mate or a 
valuable, potential resource.   
 
A criticism often levelled at poor HR practice is that practitioners “don’t know the 
business” or are ‘isolated in their ivory towers”.  However the diverse nature of the 
roles played by HR practitioners naturally leads to the development of networks not 
only within the organisation, but outside its boundaries as well.  Unfortunately the 
skill of networking and coalition building doesn’t come naturally to many people, 
and as such many do not utilise their networks as well as they possibly could.  Two 
decades of research suggest that networks exhibit a number of structural properties, 
having both antecedents and consequences.  Using this we can identify a number of 
aspects to consider and an number of strategies you can employ to maximise the 
power of your networks.  Listed below are seven of the most important network 
characteristics that can be used as metrics to evaluate the health and potential 
capacity of your network.  Examining each of these will allow you to take stock and 
ask yourself “how healthy is my network?” 
 
1. Centrality - “Am I the centre of my universe?” 
 
A popular and common network concept relates to the potential benefits 
accruing from being “central”.  In general terms most acknowledge that being 
“central” relates to the number and strength of connections you have in the 
network, indicating a position of influence.  In simple terms the more contacts 
you have relative to other people the more central you are.  In fact the whole 
notion of “networking” is arguably based around the notion of centrality and its 
positive consequences.  A significant body of research has confirmed a number 
of advantages accruing from being central, ranging from increased job 
satisfaction to improved promotion prospects to greater perceptions of 
influence and power.  There have been recent calls for HR practitioners to 
increase their power-base by situating themselves on governing boards.  While 
this may be useful to secure initial support for a new HR initiative, highly 
central HR practitioners with ties throughout the organisation will find the 
implementation process far more successful than those solely connected to 
senior management. 
 
Using “centrality” as the single metric by which you evaluate the performance 
of your network can be overly simplistic however.  Often centrality is equated 
to network size and little thought is put into the strength or nature of the 
relationships that each contact represents.  For example, negative consequences 
can result from being highly central - such as the increased demands on your 
time placed on you by your numerous contacts.  This in turn may prevent you 
from exploring new or different opportunities outside the immediate confines 
of your network.  Homophily effects, or the extent to which attitude, 
personality and behaviour similarities are evident within a network are also 
potential risks.  This is especially pertinent if you a highly central member of a 
group high in similarity – are you surrounded by “yes-people” and sycophants?  
A more relevant example may be the case of a HR practitioner surrounded by 
those with a “personnel” mentality - in this instance your ability to move 
beyond this way of thinking, to a more “strategic HRM” approach may be 
hindered by those you associate with. 
 
2. Brokers / idea champions – “Who is the go-between?” 
 
Like centrality, the idea of a being a broker and the benefits flowing from such 
a role are not new.  In strict terms brokers differ slightly from those that are 
highly central in that brokers typically span two or more different networks and 
provide the linkage between otherwise disconnected groups.  One way to 
maximise the value of your network connections therefore is to structure your 
network in such a way as to become a broker.  This may be a broker of 
information, advice, friendship or a context specific resource.  Another equally 
valid way in which to approach the issue of brokers in your networks is how to 
use them to your advantage.  When considering innovation diffusion the whole 
idea of “innovation champions” is predicated on the basis of using brokers to 
sell and encourage the uptake of new ideas.   Not being able to operate in a 
brokerage role yourself does not mean that you cannot maximise the benefits 
afforded to brokers by their unique position.  Often those that are perceived to 
be ‘good networkers” are recognised for their ability to make use of their 
contacts to achieve outcomes rather than exercise direct pressure themselves.  
As such it is important that you are able to identify who could be considered 
brokers within your network, whether it be yourself or others.   
 
3. Network redundancy – “Are all my contacts giving me the same information?” 
 
One of the things not often considered by people intent on growing their 
network is to assess the relative value of each new contact.  HR practitioners 
are often encouraged to “know the business” – your knowledge and influence 
base will differ greatly within an organisation depending whether you interact 
with line managers or HR colleagues.  In many cases it is worth asking whether 
a new contact will actually provide you with access to a new resource, or just 
more of the same.  Likewise if all the people in your network are all connected 
to each other, your level of influence within the network is effectively 
neutralised.  If you are offering people something they can get just as easily 
from somebody else, how can you make them an offer they can’t refuse?  Not 
all people want influence or power within their network, but if it is one of your 
intended aims, network redundancy is something you may want to consider.  
 
4. Strength of weak ties – “How diverse is my range of contacts?”  
 
Those experienced in producing creative and innovative solutions to 
organisational problems will often emphasise the value of knowledge outside 
their immediate field.  Innovation researchers often espouse the value of “weak 
ties” – distant, infrequent and irregular contacts that exist outside your day-to-
day exchanges.  Unlike your close, frequent contacts that may offer similar 
resources, “weak ties” can provide exposure to diverse ideas and resources.  In 
essence this is the classic, often discussed advantage of large networks, the 
spark of an idea from a completely unrelated area or discipline.  Growing your 
network outside the usual pool of candidates offers the opportunity to share 
problems and produce solutions previously unconsidered in your immediate 
circle, as well as reducing the potential for instances such as “groupthink”.  It is 
likely that HR practitioners with a diverse range of employment relations 
contacts would have made far better sense of the recent Workchoices 
legislation in a shorter timeframe, avoiding the uncertainty and confusion 
evident in some organisations. 
 
5. The strain of weak ties – “Am I spending to much energy maintaining diverse or 
intermittent  ties ?”   
 
As discussed, having a wide range of diverse contacts outside your regular 
network can yield significant gains in certain areas.  However there can also be 
significant costs associated with maintaining those “weak ties”, with a high risk 
of potentially little return.  Simple network maintenance activities such as 
“touching base” with a phone call or coffee, or sending a birthday card still 
requires a degree of energy to be expended.  Linked to this idea is the 
economic notion of “opportunity cost” which in simple terms relates to the 
scarcity of resources and how they are allocated – “could I be using my time 
better elsewhere?”.  If your role doesn’t require you to possess vastly divergent 
types of information the amount of resources required to maintain those “weak 
ties” may be unwisely spent. 
 
6. Reciprocity – “How equal are the flows of resources between you and your 
contacts?” 
 
When considering the reciprocal nature of your network interactions the key is 
to consider what you hope to achieve from your place within the network.  If 
your goal is to control the flow of information or influence, clearly your flows 
outward should outweigh your flows inward.  For example, you would hope to 
be giving advice to people a lot more than receiving it.  On the other hand if 
you wish to position yourself within a network who’s aim is the free and 
collaborative sharing of ideas, equal reciprocity is essential.  In this instance an 
unequal distribution of resource flows can stifle ideas, distract from solution 
development and create tension in the group.  AHRI’s special interest groups 
(SIG’s) organised in each state are a classic example of a network benefiting 
from being highly reciprocal in its exchanges.  In these groups practitioners 
from possibly competing firms focus on sharing and building knowledge 
relevant to the profession, rather than operating in a competitive nature. 
 
 
 
 
 
7.  Network Knowledge – How well do I know my network?   
 
We all know the guy who thinks he’s the most popular guy in the room, but 
tragically isn’t.  Research indicates that people with a clearer perception of 
their network, its structure and their place within it are more successful (e.g. 
tend to get promoted quicker and are regarded more positively by their peers).  
Using the metrics provided above take to time to periodically audit and 
evaluate your network and realistically evaluate its health. 
 
While the concepts discussed above have referred to personal networks, a similar 
exercise could be applied at an organisational level.  As organisational boundaries 
become increasingly fragmented due to outsourcing, independent contractors, joint-
ventures and off-shoring, the “network form” of an organisation becomes 
increasingly important.  HR managers may wish to consider the same principles 
being applied here (to personal networks) and apply them to their organisation, 
asking “how healthy are my organisation’s networks?” 
 
For more information contact: Dr Glen Murphy, School of Management, Faculty of 
Business, Queensland University of Technology;  Email: gd.murphy@qut.edu.au . 
 
